Prologue 

THE FATAL TRIP TO TEXAS 



Three tears after John Kennedy was murdered in Dallas, Lyndon Johnson 
was alarmed by early reports about the soon-to-be-published book The Death 
af a President.' by William Manchester. Inspired by Jacqueline Kennedy, who 
wanted a single authorized history to overshadow other books being written by 
authors she distrusted,’ Manchester’s book was said to show a Johnson eager to 
seize power and insensitive to the dead President’s family.’ While privately 

?D,?/° r J a ? V ’ CC 0n 1,0W mufne ,he P° li,ical damage of Manchester's book, 
LBJ offered his own memories of November 22, 1963. and its prelude ’ 

In Manchester's narrative, the fatal trip to Texas is foreshadowed when 
President-elect Kennedy visits the LBJ Ranch eight days after he and Johnson 
win i he 1960 election. 5 



i . it, r' „ j it lieu, iic vtdniea 10 come out there 

him-se/// Called up and he came. He didn’t bring Miz Kennedy, and he may have 
told her that he didn’t want to come because he brought some other people* 
[chuckles darkly] But it is a hell of a note. 



Manchester writes that although Kennedy believed that "all killing was 
senseless Johnson cajoled him into a deer hunt at dawn, during which Ken- 
nedy looked into the face of the life he was about to take . . . fired and quickly 
turned back to the car." M J 



'Such as Jim Bishop, author of The Day Lincoln Was Shot (Harper. 1955). 

Some of the early published and hearsay reports on Manchester's book that reached Johnson 

Nichoi»rK«tzcn!Sd? irVrmh™ 6 max' ’’TS' Mp ' d convtm,ions wi <k Attorney General 

Fon.. fl>cVXr « 6 ' l!l 6 ' ,nd 'T.*, ry 25 ’ 1%7 >' S “P" m ' Court l u **tce Abe 

*. (December 16, 1966). Press Secretary Bill Moyers (December 26, 19661 and Soerial 
Assistant Robert Kintncr (December 20, 1966). ’’ a f”' 11 

‘William Manchester. The Death of a President, pp 118-19 

travelinTp"™* *" Ud ' “ ' h< ’ Pr ”“" °' “ ,Hst one unj " ,ch '< 1 “Oman in the Kennedy 
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LBJ: Forcing that poor man 10 go hunting? Hell, he not only killed one deer. 

He insisted on killing a second! One took two hours and then, by God, he insisted 
on killing one for Torby O'Donnell and we just worked so hard. It took three 
hours and 1 finally gave up. 1 said, "Mr. President, we just can't do it." 1 

Poor little deer — he saw it in his eye and he just could not shoot it? Well, hell, 

he wasn't within 250 yards from it He shot it and he jumped up and hoorahed 

and put it right on the fender of the car so he could kill another one Most of 

them have got a rule — they will not let you kill but one. But he was the Presi- 
dent 3 . . . and we wanted him to have whatever he wanted He wasn't compe- 

tent to be President if he — 1 think it is the greatest desecration of his memory 
that an "impotent” Vice President 1 could force this strong man to do a god- 
damned thing. 

As Manchester had it, based on his interviews with Jacqueline, Kennedy 
told his wife the "distressing" story in order to "rid himself of the recollection" 
and "heal the inner scar." Johnson had the deer's antlers and head mounted. 
After Kennedy became President, Johnson persistently suggested that JFK dis- 
play his trophy in the Oval Office. Although "inwardly appalled." according to 
Manchester, the President, as a "favor" to Johnson, allowed it to be hung in the 
nearby Fish Room. 4 

LBJ: My calling him up and making him put a deer head in his outer room and 

he didn't want to? I never called him in my life on it. He had his fish up there 
that he caught on his honeymoon. 5 He put his deer head up there. 



[sarcastically:] But even if we had made the tragic mistake of forcing this poor 
man to put up a deer head here along with his fish — I do not know who forced 
him to put up the fish in the Fish Room that he caught on his honeymoon, but / 
damned sure didn't force him to put up anything. It is just a manufac- 
tured lie. 



Manchester wrote that Kennedy came to Texas in November 1963 because 
Johnson had failed to resolve the "petty dispute," which threatened the 1964 
Kennedy-Johnson ticket in Texas, between LBJ's old prot£g6, Governor John 
Connally, and their political enemy, the liberal Democratic Senator, Ralph Yar- 
borough. 4 

LBJ: My forcing him to go to Texas! I never heard of it. Matter of fact, I tried 

to postpone it. Told him our popularity was too low. 

’Johnson confuses the names of Kennedy's companions — his old Harvard roommate Torbert 
Macdonald, a Democratic Congressman from Massachusetts, and his aide Kenneth O'Donnell. 
It was Macdonald who had trouble with the deer. 

3 Actually President-elect. 

’Manchester referred to Johnson as "virtually impotent in his own state" by 1963 (p. 3). 
4 The Fish Room was later renamed the Roosevelt Room by President Richard Nixon. 
’Kennedy had also hung a sailfish he had caught on his 1953 Acapulco honeymoon. 
♦Manchester, The Death of a President, p. 3. 
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Kennedy insisted for two years that he come and make five money-raising 
speeches and he 1 finally told him in my presence, said, "Mr. President, they are 
going to think that all the Kennedys want out of Texas is money. ... 1 would 
suggest you make one money-raising speech and whatever else you do totally 
nonpolitical." And he told him that in the spring — April 3 — and he told him that 
in June, and then, because I would not encourage it, by God, he called him up 
and would not let me know he was calling him and he came up here and had a 
secret meeting with him. 3 . . . And he told John the reason he didn't tell me: "The 
Vice President is not enthusiastic." 

That's a great myth, that he came here to settle things for me. He came down 
here because he wanted to raise a million dollars and try to improve himself. 
And he'd been to Massachusetts and done the same thing. 4 I put him off several 
months and Connally put him off several months. Didn't want him to come. Told 
him it was a mistake for him to come. And he finally called Connally . . . secretly 
to the White House, and he didn't tell me a thing about it. And Connally agreed 
that if he'd wait two or three months, he would help him with a dinner. And he 
didn t want to. . . . And I . . . had to call my personal friends long distance to get 
them to put up in order for 'em to even have a respectable crowd. 5 

At the Rice Hotel in Houston, on Thursday evening, November 21, 1963, 
Johnson had his final private meeting with Kennedy. In the next room, Jacque- 
line was rehearsing her Spanish, preparing to speak downstairs to a Hispanic- 
American group. According to Manchester, the First Lady heard "raised voices" 
— Kennedy complaining, "expressing himself with exceptional force," about 
LBJ s treatment of Yarborough in Texas — and that when Johnson departed, the 
hotel manager thought that he "looked furious." 4 

LBJ: This Manchester stuff about Kennedy and 1 having an argument — I never 
had an argument with him in my life. 

All I can remember was Miz Kennedy was practicing, talking about her Spanish 
and about . . . whether she would go or not to this Spanish thing. The President 
. . . told me that he just thought that it was an outrage, that he had heard what 
Yarborough had done, that he had told him that Yarborough had to ride with us 
or get out of the party. 7 There was no disagreement of any kind and no violence 



’ Connally. 

3 1963. 

’The "secret meeting" between President Kennedy and Connally was on October 4. 1963, in 
the Oval Office. 

4 In October 1963, Kennedy had staged a fund-raising dinner in Boston. 

’Tickets for the scheduled fund-raising dinner, planned for the evening of November 22, 
1963, in Austin, were so slow-selling that LBJ flew to Texas early to ensure that the President 
would not be embarrassed in Johnson's home state. 

4 William Manchester, The Death of a President, p. 82. 

7 Asked to ride in the Johnson motorcade car to demonstrate unity among Texas Democrats. 
Yarborough had refused. 
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of any kind. A very friendly thing. And he and 1 had a drink together, and he sat 
there with his shirt off and left. We had no debate or no argument or no report 
and I had not asked to sec him anyway. If she heard anybody having a disagree- 
ment of any kind, it was the President talking about Yarborough. 

The next day came the assassination. According to Manchester, after Ken- 
nedy's death was announced at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas, Johnson's 
"slumped figure" was seen "sniffing from a vapor inhaler." Manchester wrote 
that a "dazed, silent" LBJ was "far readier to take orders than issue them" 
Presented a choice between flying back to Washington on Air Force One or the 
vice presidential backup plane, Johnson chose the President's aircraft and was 
taken in an unmarked car to the Dallas airport. Love Field.’ 

LBJ: One place they say I slumped, had a vapor inhaler, and would not take any 

leadership, and the next day I was so arrogant 1 was bossing everything. 



* — What raced through my mind was that if they had shot our President, driving 

— ^ down there, who would they shoot next? AnTwhat was going on in Washington? 
— ■ And when would the missiles be coming? 2 I thought it was a conspiracy and I 

raised that question, and nearly everybody that was with me raised it. 






Xnd the thought that 1 should go to a plane that did not have the Bag 3 and did 
not have the communication — by God, after this terrible thing had happened — 
is inconceivable to me. 



At 1:33 p.m., heeding a Secret Service agent's shouted order, Johnson ran 
up the steps to Air Force One, where he prepared to take the oath as President. 



LBJ: The reason I went to the airport and didn't take it in the hospital was, first, 

I wanted to be able to talk to the Attorney General 4 and get the oath. And the 
second thing was McNamara 5 had always told me that ... if you got a warning 
[of possible nuclear war] . . . the thing they ought to do is get as high in the air 
as you can because you was least vulnerable there. Flying, a missile doesn't get 
you. A plane doesn't get you. You have time to think and you have adequate 
communications. 

With the shades on the plane yanked shut, Johnson sat in the Presidential 
bedroom on Jacqueline Kennedy's bed and made telephone calls. One was to 
the late President's brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy, at his home in 
Virginia. Johnson later insisted that RFK advised him to take the oath immedi- 
ately. According to Manchester, drawing on interviews with Robert, no opinion 

’William Manchester, The Death of a President, pp. 229-32. 

’Johnson suspecied that the assassination might be the forerunner of a surprise. Pearl Har- 
bor-style attack by the Soviet Union against the United States. 

’The "Black Bag," containing instructions for Presidential use in case of nuclear war, is 
supposed to accompany the President at all times. Actually, as Johnson knew, the "Bag" could 
have been carried onto any aircraft. 

4 Robert Kennedy. 

’Robert McNamara, Secretary of Defense. 
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was offered by the Attorney General, who would have sentimentally preferred 
that Johnson wait until he landed in Washington so that John Kennedy could 
return to the capital one last tiptc as President.* 

^Xyiv£. jcJaX 

LBJ: I thought the most important thing in the world was to decide who was 

President of this country at that moment. 1 was fearful that the Communists 
were trying to take us over. ... I think that Bobby agreed that it would be all 
right to be sworn in. He said he wanted to look into it and he would get back to 
me, which he did. 



There's also an implication that Bobby didn't want us to take the oath, when the 
implication made to me was that he thought it was better to take it there, that he 
would have somebody call me to give me the oath, and he did. 2 



"He sprawled out on the bunk"? 3 1 didn't sprawl. I sat and talked on the phone. 

According to Manchester, when Mrs. Kennedy boarded the plane, she 
found Johnson "reclining" on her bed and "came to a dead stop." LBJ "hastily 
lumbered past her," followed by his secretary, Marie Fehmer, while "the widow 
stared after them." Then Johnson returned to offer condolences and "called her 
'Honey.' " 4 

LBJ: "He lumbered out of the room as she came in"? Well, now, lumbering — I 
don't know, I guess that's their way of saying I walked out. But he didn't see me 
walk out or he doesn't know whether I lumbered or trotted or walked or anything 
else. 



You know, if I call some guy's office to get him, I say to his secretary, "Honey, 
have him call in." 1 don't think that I said that to anybody. And I don't think that 
I called Miz Kennedy "honey." I think that's their idea of "you-all" and "cornin' " 
— C-O-M-I-N — and this stuff they write about Texas. 

I think I would call people "honey" if 1 felt they were "honey." And I might have 
very well said that to Miz Kennedy, although I never felt that way about her and 
never believed it. I have held her kind of up on a pedestal and been very reserved 
with her, as her letters to me will indicate — very proper, very appropriate, very 
dignified, very reserved. 5 

’William Manchester. The Death of a President, pp. 23S-39. 266-72. 

’The somebody was Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach. 

’This sentence does not appear in the final version of Manchester's book, only in an early 
report that made its way to Johnson. 

4 William Manchester The Death of a President, pp. 310, 316. In a 1964 oral history interview 
for the John F. Kennedy Library, which was sealed for fifteen years, Robert Kennedy said that 
"the treatment of Jackie" was one matter "which made me bitter — unhappy, at least — with 
Lyndon Johnson." 

’Jacqueline Kennedy wrote Johnson by hand in January 1967 that she too had heard that 
Manchester had disparaged his calling her "honey " By then, the former First Lady was suing 
Manchester's publisher to remove material from his book that her advisers thought too personal 
or too anti-Johnson. (The suit was withdrawn later that month.) Mrs. Kennedy told Johnson 



